INTRODUCTION	Ixi
a more fruitful outlet for employment in other directions.
To divert capital and labour, by artificial expedients, to
spheres in which they are less profitable is to misapply the
national resources, reverse the natural trend of economic
enterprise, and sacrifice sober realities to idealism. The
other school of thought regards England's economic fabric
as dangerously one-sided: the former balance between
agriculture and industry has been destroyed for the sake of
world trade. The cry is raised for a rural policy which will
make the cultivation of corn profitable for the farmer, which
will bring back the labourer to the land, which will attract
to the soil of England the capital that now finds its way to
the ends of the earth, and finally, which will diminish the
extent of England's dependence upon other countries for
feeding her people.
In the Age of Mercantilism the agrarian situation had
not assumed its present serious dimensions: nevertheless
it bristled with difficulties and complications. In the first
place, the passage from the mediaeval to the modern village
necessarily stamped rural economy with a transitional char-
acter. A momentous change was taking place in the struc-
ture of society. The failure of the Tudor monarchy to
endow the English peasantry with a clear legal title to the
land facilitated the concentration of property in fewer hands,
and made possible the large farms to provide raw material
for an expanding industry and food for an expanding
population. The result was seen in the decay of the yeo-
manry—the small fanners, both owners and tenants. Their
decline was a continuous process originally set in motion by
the disintegration of the manor, accelerated by enclosures
for sheep-farming, and far advanced before the last quarter
of the eighteenth century. The majority of labourers still
occupied some land or at least had access to the commons,
and their scanty income was supplemented by the earnings
of their wives and children in spinning : yet their position,
too, was precarious. In the second place, the dissolution of
the monasteries meant that a considerable portion of the soil
passed out of the hands of its conservative-minded owners.
Their more enterprising and sometimes more unscrupulous

